Resources on Migrant Workers’ Experiences

During the Great Depression

The forgotten man is still forgotten.
—J.W.C., worker, 1935, in Down and Out in the Great Depression: 

Letters from the Forgotten Man
Why does Every Thing have Exceptional Value.  Except the Human being?

—anonymous letter to Herbert Hoover, 1930, in Down and Out

in the Great Depression: Letters from the Forgotten Man
We ain’t no paupers.  We hold ourselves to be decent folks.  We don’t want no relief.  But what we do want is a chanst to make an honest living like what we was raised.

—one of the down and out, in Down and Out in the Great Depression:

Letters from the Forgotten Man 

I only wants a common living to exist without starving and freezing to death.

—anonymous letter to F.D.R., 1935, in Down and Out in the Great Depression:

Letters from the Forgotten Man

I have worked hard all my life, and all I have now is my broken body.

—California field hand, in This Fabulous Century
This is a hard life to swallow, but I just couldn’t sit back there and look to someone to feed us.

—migratory worker, in This Fabulous Century
October-December 1932.  Cut Malaga and Muscat grapes near Fresno.  About $40 a month.  December 1932.  Left for Imperial Valley, Calif. February 1933.  Picked peas, Imperial Valley. Earned $30 for season.  On account of weather, was fortunate to break even.  March-April 1933.  Left for Chicago.  Returned to California. May 1933.  Odd jobs on lawns and radios at Fresno.  June 1933.  Picked figs near Fresno.  Earned $50 in two months.

—migratory worker’s logbook, in This Fabulous Century
When they need us they call us migrants.  When we’ve picked their crops we’re bums and we’ve got to get out.

—migratory worker, in This Fabulous Century
In the little houses the people sifted their belongings and the belongings of their fathers and of their grandfathers Picked. over their possessions for the journey to the west.

—from The Grapes of Wrath
[Highway] 66 is the path of a people in flight, refugees from dust and shrinking land, from the thunder of tractors and shrinking ownership, from the desert’s slow northward invasion, from the twisting winds that howl up out of Texas, from the floods that bring no richness to the land and steal what little richness is there.
—from The Grapes of Wrath
Our people are good people; our people are kind people.  Pray God some day kind people won’t all be poor.  Pray God some day a kid can eat.

—from The Grapes of Wrath
The moving, questing people were migrants now.  Those families which had lived on a little piece of land, who had lived and died on forty acres, had eaten or starved on the produce of forty acres, had now the whole West to rove in.  And they scampered about, looking for work; and the highways were streams of people, and the ditch banks were lines of people.  Behind them more were coming… The movement changed them; the highways, the camps along the road, the fear of hunger and the hunger itself, changed them.  The children without dinner changed them, the endless moving changed them.  They were migrants.

—from The Grapes of Wrath
